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Foreword


At some point in the last forty years, theatre directors started bringing balls into the rehearsal room. Actors know the day has begun when the stage manager rolls a football or tennis ball into the centre of the hall. Conversations around the tea urn peter out. Gradually, the cast drifts dutifully to the centre of the room where the director waits, smiling. Something more desultory than a game begins, as the ball is lobbed from hand to hand. There is nervous laughter and head-shaking, as jackets are removed and the ball is caught or dropped. Names may be shouted. Then, after a little while, it’s all over. The ball is given back to the stage manager, tables are pulled out, everyone sighs, more shakes of the head and the proper rehearsal begins. The actors sit down and disappear behind their scripts.


In John Wright’s rehearsal rooms there are no such disappearances. The ball is not given back, because the play has already begun. Games and improvisation are the way in, not just a vigorous way of saying ‘Good morning’.


For John, games are how we make dramatic action real. To discover the play is to discover the games at work in the play, the games that generated the play in the first place. Not an optional extra, an icebreaker or a nod to ‘directorial process’, games force us to be present in the rehearsal room here and now. In the theatre this is fundamental. The circumstances of the play, the ‘there and then’ of the story, are in constant play with the ‘here and now’ of the actors’ shifting relationship with the audience. And this can’t be discovered by reading books or discussing plays, you have to get up.



‘Just get up. It’s as simple as that…’


It’s 1989 and I’ve just been introduced to John Wright for the first time. It’s the summer before I go to study at the Lecoq School in Paris. A mutual acquaintance has told me that John knows a lot about masks; that he, too, trained with Lecoq. So I’ve asked him what I should expect.


‘. . . keep getting up.’


He’s nodding and chuckling now. Eyebrows raised. What does this mean? He obviously knows something, but he’s not going to tell me. I probably look bemused. He smiles, slaps his knees.


‘That’s all you need to remember. Get up.’


‘. . . er, right. Thanks.’


That was the advice. Good advice, the best he could have given me. It was only by getting up and following the scant but precise instructions of an improvisation that I could begin to learn. Learning how to make theatre is not about ‘understanding advice’, it is a journey through failure as much as success. Getting up when you’ve just fallen down.


This book is a map of some of the many places John has succeeded and failed on his journeys as a director and teacher. There are many stories of unexpected revelation. Strange and hilarious theatre founded on accidents of misdirection, incomprehension and sheer persistence. You can hear the excited, curious and passionate teacher perched on the edge of his seat giggling, exhorting and provoking the actors to play. Is the game still working? John, glancing at the audience alongside him, gauging not just the action on stage but the action in the audience too. What is happening there? Are we bored? How can we improve this game?


The games described in this book are often simple. Simple games are sometimes the hardest to play, the hardest to keep interesting, but they are starting points, to be developed, adjusted and misplayed, until they work as new ‘plays’. Here, as at Lecoq, the inspiration is partly the Commedia dell’Arte: not the prettified ‘masked



theatre’ we see in paintings, but the earlier, eminently pragmatic form of popular theatre, adapting and adjusting itself to the marketplace.


Somehow, to describe the Commedia as a specific genre is to underestimate the legendary resourcefulness of its performers – theatrical athletes negotiating ever-changing landscapes, languages and laws. This vision of a highly flexible, dissident, vagabond theatre is inspirational because of what it must have required of the actors. Actors needed to improvise, yes, but also to write, dance, declaim, sing, vault, mime, parody, to adapt to survive. Commedia dell’Arte was not, after all, the comedy of art, it was comedy of skill and there are physical skills to be learned.


John has devised exercises to explore ‘the stops, turns, interruptions and sudden surprises’ of physical comedy. This is technical work, for which he has developed a concrete language with which to teach. Nothing is mystified. By breaking down and articulating how physical comedy operates technically – the rhythms, the tensions, the trips, the drops, the takes – we can begin to see how different kinds of comedy work.


Only by distinguishing the physical properties of pastiche, caricature, burlesque and buffoon can we begin to appreciate the different colours of a particular comic spectrum such as parody. More than that, we can begin to revive our experience of theatrical style as a whole. Here, John understands style practically in terms of different levels of physical and emotional engagement with a character or story. By playing with these levels we can begin to integrate other colours – the tragic, the melodramatic, the soap operatic – and notice how these styles might combine and collide within a single story. John is always pushing beyond the orthodox, reaching for other possibities – the pratfall that makes us weep; the clowns who start to poison each other…


‘Why is that funny?’ John asks, looking along the row of actors who sit there, mouths open, delighted or perhaps aghast at what



they might have just seen. John rocks with laughter, feet jigging up and down, cajoling the clown who has just been murdered:


‘Get up! Find a new game! Just keep on getting up!’


TOBY JONES









Preface


On receiving his lifetime achievement award at the 2002 British Comedy Awards, Michael Palin said that comedy was a great leveller. He explained that his facility for making people laugh had been a key element in enabling him to find something in common with those he had met on his travels to the most far-flung corners of the world. He finished his speech with the conclusion that he was so confident in the unifying power of comedy that, instead of dropping bombs on Iraq, we should drop comedians instead. This idea was received with great enthusiasm – but then he was preaching to the converted. Had he been making that speech at a theatre function it is unlikely that these sentiments would have been received with such unanimous and uncritical acclaim. John Peter, the drama critic for the Sunday Times, criticised Mark Rylance for finding comedy in his performance of Shakespeare’s Richard II at the Globe Theatre on London’s South Bank (May 2003). He wrote:





He treats some of Richard’s great speeches as oddball comedy. The timing of pauses and the nerdish self-deprecating chuckles during ‘my large kingdom from a little grave – a little, little grave – an obscure grave’ reduce tragic self-pity to smug stand-up comedy.





Clearly, Mark Rylance hadn’t read the rules properly, but I don’t suppose Shakespeare had either. The idea that ‘comedy’ and ‘tragedy’ are mutually exclusive and that ‘comedy’ will inevitably result in a ‘reduction’ of ‘tragedy’ goes back to Aristotle. Comedy has always been the poor relation in theatre. Oh, it might put bums on seats occasionally, but alongside tragedy (whatever we mean by that today), comedy is regarded as the lesser of the two genres. The tighter we cling to the idea that comedy and tragedy are as



compatible as hot fat and water, the more distorted our view of life becomes. In life, the comic and the tragic are interdependent. We see this on film and we see it on television. Our best sitcoms freely interweave the two. Steptoe and Son is as moving as it is funny, and One Foot in the Grave killed off its comic hero, Victor Meldrew, at the end of the series. The writers weren’t inhibited because they were supposed to be doing comedy. We’ve seen it on the big screen and we’ve seen it on prime-time television and not only in ‘smug stand-up comedy’. Over the years we’ve seen people laughing at funerals, laughing in the face of pain. We’ve seen people laugh at misfortune, injustice, violence and death. We’ve even seen people laugh during sex. Laughter is more a survival strategy than an idle diversion because real life is a far more complex and disorderly affair than ancient literary theory would have us believe.


But comparisons with life will only take us so far. Life isn’t like art. Art is a reflection of life, and sometimes that reflection is deliberately distorted. We sell ourselves short if we confuse theatrical credibility with verisimilitude. Art is a carefully selected view of life, and different generations of artists make different choices according to contemporary values. For instance, today the notion of kingship is an anachronism. Most of us don’t believe in God any more and Harry Potter is outselling the Bible. Big texts in the theatre – a Christopher Fry play or a Webster, for example – no longer hold big audiences, at least not for as long as they used to. The visual image has never been so powerful, and genre boundaries are being deliberately broken down. We can’t agree what art is and we don’t know what is beautiful any more. Popular culture has never been so diverse, and the old rule books have all been thrown away. There’s only one rule in theatre: Don’t be boring!


Elitism in theatre runs much deeper than John Peter’s opinions on tragedy. This elitism goes right back to the basic premise behind our approach to actor training, and how we deal with emotions. It’s this elitism that divorces comedy from life, and laughter from other forms of emotional expression.


In most of our drama schools far more attention is paid to making students cry than is ever paid to making them laugh. This is partly due to the legacy of Stanislavski, and the majority of our acting teachers base their approach on some aspect of his teaching. There probably isn’t a drama student in the country who hasn’t encountered ideas like the ‘magic if’, inner monologue, motivation, or emotion memory. I once worked with a self-styled Stanislavskian who, in the best traditions of the great man, would place a chair at the end of the studio with a box of tissues nearby. Then, one at a time, each person was asked to talk to the group about some traumatic incident in their lives. They had to stay there talking until they had made themselves cry. A student came to me in floods of tears after one of these sessions saying that she’d been told she couldn’t make contact with her emotions. On another occasion, a student confessed that everyone had complimented her for her description of the death of her mother when in reality her mother was alive and well and living in France. What infuriated me about this approach wasn’t the exercise itself – it’s actually quite a good one – it was the spurious value placed on so-called ‘truth’. Who cares if you slept with your grandmother? It’s none of my business. And it’s beyond my professional expertise to be able to handle this information. I’m not a therapist and neither was my colleague. If the worst thing that has ever happened in your life is the death of your hamster, it’s difficult to score high in the personal-experience stakes.


Being able to cry at will is a useful skill, and tears can be induced in a variety of ways, but this exercise was only the tip of the iceberg. That same colleague told me that comedy was an emotional copout and that it was simply a get-out clause to avoid our ‘big’ feelings. He divided the world into comic actors, on the one hand, whom he referred to as ‘comedians’, and ‘actors’, on the other, who presumably were very serious, could cry at the drop of a hat, were perfectly in touch with their emotions and didn’t do comedy. This is the real elitism in theatre: the belief that comedy is incapable of ever being profound and, by implication, is always superficial and essentially trivial.


Let’s be under no illusions here, comedy can wreck anything. It can debunk, it can trivialise and ‘reduce’ anything you like down to some puerile idiot doing nothing in particular just for a laugh. But, like it or loathe it, there’s skill in this destruction – sometimes great skill. The fact that comedy is capable of being such a wrecker is all the more reason for exploring how it works. Live theatre is a tightrope act. We all admire the skill and the grace and the daring of somebody up there on the high wire. But ‘no one can be that good’, we think to ourselves, ‘no one can be that clever.’ Let’s face it – rock-solid virtuosity is boring. Deep down, the only thing that really keeps us watching is the thought that the acrobat up there might fall off at any minute. Then at least we’d see something a bit more human. It would destroy everything, of course it would, it could be life threatening, of course it could, but at least it would be a bit more like us. The thought is delicious. We watch in anticipation for the first telltale wobble. Live theatre is at its most compelling when things are just slightly off-balance. These wobbles aren’t jokes, they’re not clever and they’re not witty. They’re funny because they’re scary, and they’re scary because they’re slightly out of control. We all keep watching that person up there because they’re only just all right. Too much security, too much control, too much purity, or too much aestheticism is ultimately very boring.


The masks of comedy and tragedy are misleading. Having worked with masks for years, I can assure you that a big smiley face doesn’t take long to become deeply irritating, and if you put that mask in slightly different circumstances it will soon appear to be barking mad. But if you put a party hat on the frowning face of tragedy it will immediately become amusing, and if you can then persuade that mask to dance, it will become very funny indeed. Comedy and tragedy are unhelpful distinctions. Rather than being opposite sides of a coin, they’re just equal parts of the whole. The fact that we see theatre as a predominantly literary medium – and psychological realism remains our dominant form of theatrical representation – does nothing for our rediscovery of theatre as a live event. To appreciate that, we need to refer back to those pre-literary skills of



performative acting and presentational drama from the age-old popular forms of Commedia dell’Arte and clowning, when the contract between ‘you up there’ playing to ‘us down here’ was much clearer – you had to be compelling or you had to get off. I’m not talking about historical authenticity here and I’m not taking about genre either, but rather, that oral tradition amongst actors concerning what’s going to be funny.


It’s understandable that John Peter wrote that review at the Globe – as a full-size recreation of an Elizabethan playhouse, it is the most confrontational performance space in the country. At the Globe we can’t sit back and nestle into our familiar notion that theatre is an illusion. The audience configuration of this space demands physical levels of engagement that are very alien to us today. The notions of acting as play and theatre as game, and the role of laughter in the event as a whole, are genuine imperatives when you’ve been standing in the cold for a couple of hours. You can’t be passive at the Globe. Here, listening to the text is as active as playing tennis. We’re not sitting in a darkened room with only our imaginations for company. We’re continually aware of everyone around us all the time. This space is volatile – anything can happen in it. The sacred and the profane sit side by side and we want to see them both because, deep down, we all know that the one provokes the other.


This book is a notebook on physical comedy. It’s a reference and a brief record of the key ideas, games and exercises that have shaped my work in provoking comedy over the years.


I’m a director, deviser and teacher of theatre. I’m not an academic. But that doesn’t mean that I’m not interested in theory. On the contrary, I’m preoccupied with it; only, in my case, theory is continually tempered by practice. All the games and exercises in this book have been included because they work. They are derived from years of working with different actors and struggling with them to make theatre and to keep the audience laughing. I’m quite eclectic in my approach and I’ll take anything from anywhere.


I’m not trying to propose a method here – I don’t have one. I rarely



approach two different projects in the same way. I use games to make things happen in the rehearsal room. If I don’t like what’s happening, I change the game so I’m continually inventing or devising new ways to make things happen as the work develops. For me this work is never fixed, it’s continually evolving. By the time you read this book I’ll most likely be trying something else, but my precepts will probably remain the same. My intention here is to give you a vocabulary of starting points, processes and provocations that can be used immediately and that will inform your own practice. You may not agree with everything I say, in which case at least I’ve provoked you to do something else and to find another way, and we’ll all be the richer for it. There isn’t a ‘right way’ or a ‘wrong way’; there are only differences. Differences are interesting. Differences are creative.


JOHN WRIGHT









WHY IS THAT SO
FUNNY?









From the moment I picked up your book until I laid it down,
I was convulsed with laughter. Some day I intend reading it.


Groucho Marx









Introduction About Laughter


One of the first jobs I had as a director was to stage ‘the blasted heath scene’ from King Lear as an exercise at a north London drama school. The student I found to play Lear was a loveable lunatic with a huge sense of humour. He was a bear of a man – Hungarian, I think – and had very little English, but what he lacked in language he made up for in passion. His terror of the elements was of biblical proportions – as indeed were the elements themselves. The wind and the rain were created by Henry, who played Lear’s Fool. Henry was a small Japanese actor who would throw himself across the room and attack a thundersheet and then throw buckets of water over himself and the King. This would send Lear into blind terror one minute but, as he tried to control the text with his wayward English, he became a gentle and genial host the next. During ‘Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks’, he talked to the wind and rain as if they were his friends that he was inviting round to tea. We all has a great time, except the principal of the school and his immediate acolytes, who all loathed it. They described our interpretation as disrespectful to the text and accused me of reducing tragedy to farce and of behaving irresponsibly. I was stunned. I had never met such prurience. Once they’d all gone we sat there in dispirited silence, looking at the wreckage of the rehearsal room.


Henry, who’d excelled himself on the thunder sheet, told us a disturbing little story that has stuck in my mind ever since. In halting English he said, ‘This is story of first performance ever. Before rules.’ (I have since learnt that it was first recorded in an ancient



book The Kojiki, known as The Record of Ancient Matters, written about 712 AD in Japan.)


This is my version of Henry’s story, with no conscious additions on my part:




“The great Sun Goddess is in a petulant rage after an argument with her brother. She hides herself in the depths of a dark cave to sulk, and the world is plunged into the deepest darkness. All the other gods start to gather round the dim glow at the mouth of her cave and try to persuade her to come out again.


A young goddess is particularly angered and frustrated by the darkness and, on seeing an old wooden bathtub near the mouth of the cave, turns it upside down to make a small platform and starts to stamp on its base. The other gods look round to see what all the noise is. Her stamping turns into a small child having a tantrum. She laughs, and they laugh, and they all want more. More and more gods gather round to watch her scream and stamp and fret and punch the ground. She laughs, and they laugh, and they all want more. She stamps again and again and her stamping turns into a silly little dance. She laughs and they laugh, and they all want more.


Her dance becomes more graceful and more delicate with pretty little jumps. She laughs and they laugh, and they all want more. Her dance becomes slower and her smile becomes coy and playful, and the more she dances, the more she laughs, and they laugh and they all want more. She begins to touch her body and the gods begin to roar, and she laughs, and they laugh, and they all want more. She unfastens her kimono and lets the silk slip from her shoulder, and she laughs, and they laugh, and they all want more. Her kimono drops to the ground and she shakes her naked body, she struts and stamps and dances and jumps. And she laughs, and they laugh, and they all want more. She begins to stroke her body and her nipples become erect, and she laughs, and they laugh, and they all want more. She stamps, she kicks, she slaps and punches her body all over and she grabs her nipples and rips them out and holds them up for all to see, with the blood running down her arms, and she laughs, and the gods roar and roar and roar, and in the depths of the cave, the sulking Sun Goddess hears the roar and, fearful



that she is missing something, comes charging out, and the world is once again filled with light.”





Before rules, apparently there was no such thing as genre. One element bled into the other. The parodic and the comic, the aesthetic, the erotic, the dramatic and eventually the tragic were all part of one great whole. Before rules, there was no conscious acting, and no conscious art. This young goddess got up on her upturned bathtub for a bit of fun. Simplistic, you might think. I’m not so sure. Today, God is no longer in ‘His heaven’, and we are what we are, but none of us knows quite what that is. Genre is breaking down and the margins between reality and illusion are continually being eroded. Back then, in the bright blue ether, this ‘first performance ever’ was inspired by the desire to keep the audience’s attention and to keep them amused. Back then, in the year minus zero, when none of these questions existed, the gods were having a laugh. What started as a bit of fun resulted in being something else entirely, but their starting point was laughter, and laughter runs through this story like ‘Blackpool’ runs through rock.


I prefer to talk about laughter rather than comedy because laughter is less conceptual and more specific. You do something in a certain way and either we all laugh or we don’t, as the case might be. It is a simple contract and it is non-negotiable. We know exactly where we stand with laughter. Laughter has universal coinage. Through laughter, we establish a reciprocal relationship with the audience; you’re not doing comedy if nobody laughs.


We tend to define laughs by their context. For example, we might say ‘That’s a cruel laugh’, or ‘That’s an ironic laugh’, or ‘That’s a dirty laugh.’ But if we look at laughter from the point of view of how lifelike you might be, or how out of control you might look, or how outlandish your behaviour might be, or simply how surprising your action might seem, then we can start to narrow things down to four different kinds of laugh elicited in an audience, indicating four different aspects of comedy:







• The Recognised Laugh


• The Visceral Laugh


• The Bizarre Laugh


• The Surprise Laugh





Each type of laugh defines a different level or quality of audience response, and each type is a catalyst that enables us to identify different levels of emotional engagement and rational understanding of the work. The four aspects of comedy operate either independently, each with its own specialised dramatic function, or in conjunction with each other as a part of an entire comic sequence.


Why Do We Laugh?


In 2003, the BBC Radio 4 Reith Lectures were given by the eminent neurologist Dr Vilayanur S. Ramachandran. In his first lecture he asked the question ‘Why do we laugh?’ and went on to say that laughter is a specific and universal trait for us humans:


“Every society, every civilisation, every culture, has some form of laughter – except the Germans.”


He explained that a Martian ethnologist would be perplexed to see large groups of people ‘suddenly stop, look round, throw their heads about and make a funny staccato, rhythmic hyena-like sound.’ Apparently our species of Homo sapiens has a laughter mechanism ‘hard-wired’ into our brains. But ‘why did the brain evolve like this?’ he asked, ‘and how did it evolve through natural selection?’


He outlined what he described as ‘the common denominator of all jokes and all humour, despite their diversity’:


“You take a person along the garden path of expectation and you suddenly introduce an unexpected twist that makes us reinterpret all the previous facts.”


He emphasised that the vital comic element in this reinterpretation is that our conclusions must be inconsequential or trivial if we are going to laugh. He went on to cite the classic banana-skin routine:


“A portly gentleman striding purposefully along, only to slip on a banana skin and be sent sprawling on the floor.”


If the gentleman had cut his head open in the fall and was left lying there in a pool of blood then, he argues, we’d all be on the phone for an ambulance. It would be a potentially serious accident that would arouse our feelings of empathy. In this instance there would be no twist in the story and our original interpretation would have been borne out. The ending would be anything but trivial and we would have no cause to laugh. According to Dr Ramachandran:


“Laughter evolved as Nature’s way of signalling the all-clear.”


In other words, if the portly gentleman were to get up again with no apparent harm being done, then we would probably laugh in order to reassure each other that he is OK, and to share the fact that now he looks more stupid than he did before. For a more atavistic example, imagine the following:





A small group of our Stone Age ancestors are hunting in the forest, armed to the teeth with stone axes and pointed sticks. Suddenly they’re stopped in their tracks by what sounds like a wild beast caught in a thorn bush. Instantly, they surround the spot and are just about to attack when the foliage parts to reveal the tousled head of one of their children, wild with rage.





The sound of laughter would dispel the hunters’ aggression and reassure everyone, including the child, that everything was OK after all.


Our desire to assure each other that there is no cause for alarm accounts for the refrain in the Japanese myth: ‘She laughed, and they laughed, and they all wanted more.’ We share big laughs in a way that’s spontaneous and empathetic. We’ll seek eye contact with complete strangers standing next to us. We might even hold on to each other, as if for support. Laughter is infectious and spreads quickly in an eager crowd. In the circumstances of the myth, where there were no precedents for young goddesses leaping up and cavorting about on upturned bathtubs, I should imagine that they all



needed continual reassurance and continual ‘OK signals’, and I’m not surprised that they wanted more.


This young goddess was playing her audience. She was following her impulses and entertaining the crowd. She started off playing with pleasure but, as the story went on, her laughter became increasingly ironic and eventually grotesque. We don’t know whether she’s laughing out of pleasure or not. The incessant refrain after each unit of the story only emphasises this ambiguity and highlights the role of the audience. Are they goading her on or simply joining in her game?


The Recognised Laugh


I don’t suppose you laughed out loud when you read the Japanese myth, but the event started as a joke. The goddess’s stamping was reminiscent of a child having a tantrum. The audience laughed because they recognised the parody. Now their laughter had a context. They not only recognised the accuracy of the tantrum but they also recognised the pertinence of the parody of the behaviour of the Sun Goddess sulking in her cave. From then on, the propensity towards laughter is sustained throughout the entire incident because everyone knew exactly what she was doing, so they all laughed. The ‘OK signals’ were sent back and forth and, with that much assurance, she felt a wild freedom up there on her bathtub, and her need for assurance became addictive. Her desire to keep the attention of the audience was palpable. She had to keep them watching or their attention would drift off to the cave. This was the motor behind everything she did. At the beginning I should think she was really enjoying herself. I can imagine the parody being very funny in that context, as is the silly little dance that it leads into. She probably enjoyed the striptease, but only a mad person would have enjoyed playing anything that happened after the kimono came off. At this point, darker feelings started to show behind the laughter. The audience started to match her audacity with their own. They were more interested in the shock value of



what was happening in front of them than anything else. It reminds me of an American television series, Jackass, where a team of people are filmed doing painful and potentially dangerous feats like attempting to ski down steps, or having baby alligators bite their nipples. (There seems to be a common theme emerging here.) People laugh at these things, and the team members laugh at each other, but it’s more bravado than comedy that we’re looking at here, where the most disgusting antics get the biggest laughs.


It’s as if our young goddess was laughing in spite of herself towards the end, but those final roars of the crowd, as the blood ran down her arms, remain ambiguous. Are they roaring out of approval or outrage or disappointment? We shall never know. This is the point behind the myth. Ambiguity is at the heart of our theatrical response. What’s chalk to me is cheese to you. The fact that we’re still wrestling with this awkward question is evidence of its theatrical potency. It’s all gone that step too far for everybody involved. The crowd can’t stop watching, and some of them even seem to like it. This is the point where events overtake the game and make laughter impossible.


But the ‘act’ started from an idea that was childlike in its simplicity. She was poking fun at the Sun Goddess in the cave. She was doing ‘a take off’, and everyone had a clear reference point. In the beginning, the laughter was recognisable.


It is a common misconception amongst students that they should try to be original. We’ve all been taught to be wary of stereotype and cliché and, as a result, we’ve learnt to mistrust the ordinary and the mundane.


Keith Johnstone in his book, Impro, makes a similar point. ‘What’s for tea?’ somebody says in an improvisation. ‘Fried mermaid,’ comes the reply. Of course everyone laughs. That’s what I’d call a bizarre laugh, which is more challenging to sustain. Keith Johnstone goes on to explain that ‘sardines on toast’ would probably have been a much more useful reply because we would all know exactly where we were and the action could develop in a more recognisable



way – which is what I’d call a recognised laugh. This isn’t funny in itself, although it could well get a laugh because it is so ordinary.


When running a series of workshops at a festival in Norway, I was once in the embarrassing position of being required to do an impersonation of a typical Norwegian to a large audience. In the absence of anything else to do, I sat down, leant forward, and looked intense, which was exactly the way I saw the audience looking at me. They recognised what I was doing, and they laughed. They laughed at the normality of the situation. Originality might be funny in the short term, but after any length of time, it’s simply baffling. Typicality is much more useful. Which is why the vast majority of our comedy is based on recognition. We laugh because we can see ourselves in that situation. We laugh because we understand and because we can share that understanding. Recognition is at the heart of the way we represent our humanity on stage. But it must be remembered that in art, all our representations of life, no matter how real they might appear to be, are the product of carefully made choices. Verisimilitude might be at the heart of recognition but it isn’t the key to theatrical truth. We want something more.


Today, with reality TV and sitcoms like The Royle Family, The Office, Curb Your Enthusiasm and the work of Steve Coogan, we’ve taken recognition comedy just about as far as we can go. In the case of The Office and The Royle Family, immense care has been taken in the writing and the acting to appear completely spontaneous and avoid the slightest trace of ‘theatricality’. Dramatic moments are deliberately missed. Nothing is allowed to appear to happen deliberately. There are no neat endings, and obvious climactic moments are avoided or made to happen in the wrong place. The playwright Terry Johnson said that he felt that Big Brother was generating more interesting drama than the majority of the scripts submitted to the Royal Court Theatre. He might be right, but the laughter of recognition is only one colour in a much more varied palette. It is the bruising ironies that are most fascinating. ‘How real,’ we think,



‘how lifelike’, ‘how appalling these people are’ and ‘how hypocritical’ or ‘how incompetent’. Recognition has become what we expect, and we’ve grown to rely on it because in the end, it is the easiest way of establishing the world of the story.


Even in the Japanese myth, for example, the gods might be in their heavens before the beginning of time, but we see them living in an everyday kind of world. They’re so naive. They might be gods, but they still have rows and go into sulks. They still have baths and they’re still all frightened of the dark. It’s a sort of celestial kindergarten. As is to be expected, the myth works primarily at the level of recognition. The audience recognise the tantrum, they recognise that the goddess is just being silly, that she’s being very graceful, or sensual, or erotic, and her constant laughter of recognition tells them that everything is all right – it’s only a game.


The Mistaken Fart


I directed a play called Meeting Myself Coming Back by Kerry Hood at Soho Theatre in London (2002). It was almost exclusively written with recognition in mind, but what fascinated me about the writing was the way Kerry managed to clash different types of recognition.





In one scene, Catherine, a mute, traumatised young woman with ‘non-stop aching hips’ (played by Joanna Holden), was lying in a hospital bed, terrified by the prospect of a lonely death. Just as a nurse started to move her legs to make her more comfortable, the friction between her naked buttocks and the rubber sheet she was lying on made a sound like a ripping fart. It was an unmistakable comic moment.





Catherine’s situation was so appalling that we were all in danger of keeling over with emotional exhaustion, but as soon as the nurse thought she had farted, all the agonies of the hospital bed were sent flying out of the window. Instantly, this pathetic victim became one of us. That mistaken fart tapped into our humanity, and the old cliché of redemption through suffering was instantly promoted to redemption through laughter.


Even looking as she does, Catherine still has her dignity, she still gets embarrassed, but in spite of everything that’s happened to her, she has the courage to laugh about it. That mistaken fart makes her heroic, and for the first time we start to admire her. From victim to hero in a single fart. Once the nurse had gone away and Catherine was alone again, our feelings for her helplessness in that hospital bed were made even more poignant. All our empathy came flooding back, and it was even stronger than before.


We’re too precious about empathy in the theatre. It’s far more robust than we think. It’s perfectly possible to be dripping with pity, then to laugh at a crude joke and finally to return to an image of even greater despair than we had before. It’s what we do in life, so as an audience, we welcome this emotional agility. We’re energised by the contrasts, and when we experience them, we’re more active, more engaged and the entire event is more credible. Laughter may momentarily drag our feelings of empathy away from the protagonist, but for the audience, laughter is a huge empathetic boost. A shared laugh is a shared feeling. Instantly, we’re all ‘in each other’s shoes’; we’ve all gone to the same place and now we have a common understanding.


Empathising with each other is just as important as empathising with you on stage. Of course it’s important to empathise with you on stage, but we don’t have to do it all the time. In a vibrant piece of theatre our empathy goes to and fro. Comedy throws the dynamic to us in the auditorium, whereas moments of drama draw it into ‘you up there’. The more we are drawn in, the quieter we become. We enter one of those sustained moments of stillness that give rise to all those questions of what we might be thinking individually. These moments are as compelling as they are ambiguous. We only go as still as that when something appalling or momentous has happened, so you must have touched a nerve. Moments like that are theatrical gold, but you can’t demand them, you can’t take them for granted. If you give it away – that you’re going for the big stillness – from the very beginning, we’ll all fall asleep because you’ll be so boring. To keep us on our toes you have to keep that



ball flying to and fro, and you can’t do that without comedy. Don’t forget that we go to the theatre primarily for fun. I enjoy language and poetry and ideas, I enjoy laughing as much as I enjoy being appalled by something, and I’ll certainly enjoy something momentous – but I like it all on the same plate!


The Visceral Laugh


Things start to look slightly strange in that Japanese myth when ‘she stamps, she kicks, she slaps herself and punches herself all over’. There’s desperation here. It’s the first clue we get that things might be getting out of control, or that the audience might be goading her that one step too far. She might still be laughing, but things are definitely getting out of hand. Her ‘OK signal’ is ambiguous; we can’t decide if this is an attempt at comedy or self-mutilation, and we’re confronted with an ascending spiral of violence. The stamping clearly isn’t enough to get a response from the audience, so she tries kicking. That isn’t enough, so she tries scratching and punching herself. The crowd still want more, but she’s incapable of thought and she’s become a victim of her own gut reactions. She has become grotesque: what she’s doing is more alarming than funny. This is precisely the level of play that has given rise to some of our richest, climactic moments of physical comedy. Disturbing violence and raucous laughter are a hair’s breadth apart, and our ability to laugh depends entirely on whether we believe the ‘OK signal’ or not.


This is the journey towards a visceral level of play:





1. I see that you appear to be terrified. I am convinced of this because I recognise the symptoms of terror and because the dramatic context tells me that terror is an appropriate response to the circumstances of the drama.


2. You develop the physical rhythm of terror to a point that you look as if your body is out of control. I see this as a sort of dance of terror.




3. I recognise that your dance is pertinent to the drama, so I believe it. But I also recognise that this is preposterous behaviour, so I feel free to laugh at you. This is what I call the visceral laugh.





The Italian Commedia dell’Arte is our clearest reference for visceral comedy. Time after time in Commedia we see those three steps of action as a scene is pushed towards a visceral climax. Often the action goes beyond the visceral and into the bizarre. For example, if your final action of terror involves you running up the walls then banging your head on the table, you might try to eat the table and dig your teeth into it. This action has nothing in particular to do with terror but because of the context, I read what you’re doing as an image of terror. Basically, at this stage you can do what you like and I’ll see it as a logical development of what has gone before. You can see examples of this sort of comic action in any episode of Fawlty Towers when John Cleese panics or loses his temper. Commedia is the prototype of farce.


The action in cartoon films follows a similar pattern: a sneeze can blow a character across the room, through the window and into a tree where he could spin round and round a branch and end up staggering dizzily about the road in a disorientated dance until he’s squashed by a passing car. Commedia is the theatrical version of a cartoon.


The Banana Debate


Visceral humour emerges when life overtakes us. In other words, when the events around us appear to be moving faster than what’s going on in our heads. An accident, like a trip, a fall, or a near miss, can provoke visceral humour. Hits, acts of aggression or violence are all capable of inspiring a visceral response. We laugh at the way you move and at what you do and what you look like. This work has more to do with agility and sudden changes of rhythm than wit or clever ideas. We’re back to ‘the banana-skin incident’ that Ramachandran mentioned. It’s worth noting that the French philosopher



Henri Bergson (1859-1941) based his ideas on comedy on a similar incident.


Writing in the 1890s, Bergson maintained that sustaining a rhythm in inappropriate circumstances makes us laugh:


“A man, running along the street, stumbles and falls. The passers-by burst out laughing . . . They laugh because he’s sitting down involuntarily . . . Perhaps there was a stone on the road. He should have altered his pace and avoided the obstacle. Instead of that, through lack of elasticity, through absentmindedness, and a kind of physical obstinacy as a result, in fact, of rigidity or of momentum, the muscles continued to perform the movement when the circumstances of the case called for something else. This is the reason for the man’s fall and also for the people’s laughter.”


He then went on to formulate his law of physical comedy:


“The attitudes, gestures and movements of the human body are laughable in exact proportion as that body reminds us of a mere machine.”





Machines were the brave new world of the nineteenth century just as consciousness is the brave new world of the twenty-first century. Words like ‘mechanical’ and ‘rigidity of momentum’ fail to warm the heart today, but Bergson’s law of physical comedy intrigued me.


In 1992, I tried out the famous banana-skin routine on a group of Performance Arts Students at Middlesex University. I asked them to walk like a person whose movements are so habitual that they have become mechanical. Without breaking this rhythm of their walk, they were to slip on a banana skin. It was surprisingly difficult to do at first – to slip without breaking the rhythm. But working outside, on grass, enabled most of them to become very credible and very funny. Not breaking the rhythm of the walk gave the fall a huge momentum. Some of them flew into the air in wild pratfalls. At the end of the day, I came to the conclusion that basically it didn’t matter what they did in the air because our laughter was triggered by the credibility of that slip.


In other words, if your impulse to go flying through the air is



phoney, then the laugh will be irretrievable. In full flight you’ll do what comes naturally and any attempts to influence this part of the movement are going to be a waste of time. We’ve just got to believe in that trip. If it looks even slightly premeditated, even slightly hesitant or set up, then nobody is going to laugh. If we believe in the fall, then we enjoy seeing you out of control. Your actions are mechanical in the sense that they are automatic and not in the sense that they are machine-like. We’ll all fall in a different way. We’re all different. It’s pointless trying to copy somebody else’s movement. It’s too personal and too idiosyncratic. It’s the impulse to move that’s the vital component of physical comedy and not the movement itself. This is the essence of the visceral laugh. If the impulse is strong enough, your movements will be instinctive. You won’t know what you look like and you don’t need to know.


I came to the conclusion that Bergson’s law was more a conceptual interpretation of physical comedy than an empirical one. We’re in the same area of instinctive movement here as the ‘fright-flight syndrome’ that psychologists talk about. For example, if you’re almost hit by a recklessly driven car and you discover that you’ve jumped back on to the pavement without realising it at the time, this is described as an automatic ‘fright-flight’ response. It isn’t the being hit that’s funny so much as how you avoid being hit. It’s not the falling off the tightrope that makes us laugh so much as what you do to try to stay on.


Memme’s Mad Chase


The most effective visceral action sequence that I’ve been associated with was in a play called On the Verge of Exploding (Told by an Idiot, 1993). The situation was this:





Memme, a young peasant girl (played by Hayley Carmichael), had fallen in love with a young chicken thief (Paul Hunter). They used to meet secretly in the bathroom of the girl’s house. Unfortunately for both of them, Memme’s mother (Sarah Brignall) was an inveterate man-hater and was likely to kill any man she met.







On this particular evening, Memme ran upstairs to the bathroom in eager expectation of a night of love, only to find her mother stubbornly in occupation of the lavatory bucket. Terrified of the consequences, Memme ran out of the house in an attempt to catch her boyfriend along the way. She missed him and ran about looking for him in an increasing state of panic. She called, she searched, she threw herself across the space. She ran headlong into the audience and climbed up the theatre walls, only to see from a distance that her boyfriend had already climbed into the garden and was doing a striptease right under her mother’s nose. So she had to scramble all the way back, taking even more risks than before, and arrived just in time for her mother to absent-mindedly empty the contents of the lavatory bucket over her boyfriend’s head.





That run and that hapless scramble became an aria of despair. The extremes of Memme’s situation inspired her to take enormous physical risks. She was beside herself. The striptease, though very funny to us, was a provocation to Memme to make yet another turn of the emotional screw in her nightmare journey back down to the garden. The mad mother sitting on the bucket was the grenade about to go off, the striptease was the equivalent of the boyfriend playing with the pin.


This sequence was hysterical and exhausting to watch. Every element in it was designed to keep the stakes rising for Memme’s mad chase. The more the situation worsened, the funnier and the more painful Memme’s predicament became. The desperation of her run, the risks she took in the space, were all visceral expressions of the dramatic situation. None of these actions was funny in itself – far from it – they could have been the actions of a lunatic.


The visceral laugh comes from extremis. Madness, as well as magic, the supernatural, and intoxication, can all be harnessed dramatic devices that enable us to go beyond the limits of realism and into our dreams and nightmares. These are worlds where anything can happen just for the sake of it. Here, things don’t have to make sense. The story tells us that Memme is scared to death, so anything she does is likely to be seen as an extreme expression of that fear. Whilst laughing at her boyfriend’s striptease, we would glimpse



her hanging off the wall, her body contorted and apparently screaming too loud to make a sound, as in Munch’s painting. We’d see her slapping the wall or sprawled on the floor, unable to move, trying desperately to drag herself up for another pathetic dash.


This is visceral comedy. It’s passionate and not necessarily funny out of context. After the event, it is often difficult to pinpoint exactly what it was that we were all laughing about, yet it all made perfect sense at the time. The crucial element is the level of emotional intensity. We empathised with Memme whilst laughing at the absurd eroticism of her lovesick boyfriend, as layer after layer of filthy rags were elegantly tossed in the air with the panache of a seasoned stripper, right under the nose of the brooding figure of Memme’s mad mother sitting on her bucket. The scene was played as a drama. No one was trying to be funny. We deliberately ran the farce and the drama head to head. The resulting mix of feeling was so strong that the audience was laughing more out of hysteria than anything else.


Just like the young goddess in the Japanese myth, Memme’s dilemma is all too horrible to contemplate. In both stories, this visceral comedy is about building emotional intensity to unbearable levels and taking the action beyond the representation of real life to something more surreal and absurd. In Memme’s case, the sequence ended as well as it could: the boyfriend’s ardour was cooled with the contents of the bucket and the mad mother watched in disbelief as her ‘little girl’ drove the naked body of a man out of her garden. It’s one thing to sustain an intense feeling for a period of time and another thing entirely to be able to develop that feeling higher and higher on a Richter scale of emotional expression. Visceral sequences like this are knee-trembling journeys that are capable of taking us through the limitations of logic and reason and on through the absurd, and on again to the surreal, and eventually on to levels of madness and poetry.


The final incident in the Japanese myth follows a similar pattern to Memme’s chase. In this case, the grenade with the loose pin is the crowd the goddess is trying to please. Having made them laugh and



amused them and aroused them with her striptease, now, with her erotic dance over, what is there left for her to do if she isn’t to do some sort of a sex act on stage? That’s the ‘hot spot’ of the scene. That’s what most of the crowd wants to see in their heart of hearts. The pin is slipping out so all her stamping, kicking, punching, and slapping herself up to that final image represent the same visceral development, but unlike with Memme, the action in this story takes us to the highest level of all: the bizarre.


The Bizarre Laugh


Take a look at these corny one liners. The first is from Jimmy Tar-buck and the second is from Spike Milligan:


“Put the kettle on, it suits you.”


“That man is screaming out in anguish. Fortunately I speak it fluently.”


In each case the ‘set-up’ of the joke is pure recognition. The familiarity of the context lulls us into a false security, but the punchlines of both these jokes are bizarre. Here we have that trivial and inconsequential element of comedy that Dr Ramachandran was referring to as being the most crucial part of his ‘lowest common denominator of humour’. This is the nonsense that flips conventional logic onto its back and makes us think again. These images of somebody wearing a kettle on their head or somebody having a conversation in ‘anguish’ are compellingly stupid.


If Commedia dell’Arte is a fruitful reference for the visceral, then the clown is an equally fruitful reference for the bizarre. I’m not interested in the big shoes or baggy trousers of the circus clown so much as clowning as a level of play – an imaginative key into the bizarre – and for some people, this key is immensely liberating. This is a place where you aren’t required to be clever or witty or obviously skilful. Here, you’re simply invited to generate meaning from the inconsequential and the trivial – from the lowest common denominator of comedy.


A normal person can stand on the beach, look out to sea and scan the horizon, but a clown is unlikely to know what the horizon is. The clown lives in a world of bafflement where one thing leads to



another. It’s a state of perpetual free association where we no longer have to ask the question ‘why?’ The bizarre laugh is the exact opposite to the recognised laugh. To get to a point where we all know exactly where we are and what we’re doing requires detailed analyses and constant questioning. It’s impossible to make anything that we can describe as being typical without this. The bizarre laugh, however, comes out of nowhere. It defies conventional logic. The bizarre laugh comes from a place of immense honesty, simplicity and naivety.


There was a famous debate in the fifties between Jacques Lecoq (1921-1999) and Dario Fo about whether clowns could ever be political. Dario Fo reckoned that they could, but Lecoq was adamant that the clown is incapable of being political or subversive because he or she is incapable of seeing that far ahead. He maintained that they’d always be more taken by the uniform than what that uniform might represent.


We can all touch this part of our imagination in the right circumstances, but few of us are prepared to stay there for any length of time. Angela de Castro, an extraordinarily accomplished clown with a huge international reputation, was invited to an interview with Sir Peter Hall. He had heard of her and was interested in working with her on Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. ‘What part would you like to play?’ he asked her, ‘Pozzo, Vladimir, Estragon, Lucky?’ ‘The Tree,’ she replied emphatically, ‘that is the only part in the play that relates to everybody.’ Inevitably, that was the end of the interview and the end of her association with Sir Peter Hall. Her suggestion was too bizarre for words. True clowns aren’t actors and they don’t fit comfortably into theatrical conventions, which is why we have much to learn from clowning in the theatre today. Clowns don’t respect the text and they’re not interested in role or character. True clowns are motivated by their contact with the audience. Only a clown would have thought that ‘The Tree’ was a part and only a clown would have valued the playing of it.


The bizarre is an ancient form of comedy; today, it’s endemic in our



popular culture. The Goon Show put it on the map in the fifties and sixties, but Monty Python’s Flying Circus made it respectable in the seventies by presenting us with a constant stream of surreal images and nonsensical situations: delinquent grannies roaming the streets of small seaside towns, recklessly mugging passing youths and terrorising the neighbourhood, or a man going into a pet shop to complain that he’d been sold a dead parrot.


We don’t need explanations with the bizarre. It is funny in its own right. Even these isolated images are amusing but they really come into their own in a dramatic context. John Cleese as Basil Fawlty in Fawlty Towers thrashing his broken-down car with the branch of a tree is an excellent example of a bizarre image. It works because it makes a satisfying conclusion to all the previous disasters that had befallen him already that day. The thrashing scene comes at a point in the story when we think that things can’t get any worse. Logically, they can’t. The only place to go is into the bizarre. We’ve all dreamt about thrashing the car when it won’t start, and to this extent, the action is completely recognisable, but few of us have actually done it. Basil Fawlty actually does it. In the context of a narrative, bizarre imagery accrues meaning. At its best, a bizarre image will encapsulate a scene perfectly and leave uncomfortable questions dangling in the air.


This is precisely what happens in our Japanese myth. The final image of our young goddess standing there stark naked, smiling at us, and holding her nipples in the air, dripping in blood, is grotesque. Do we laugh or don’t we laugh? Is it funny or just plain revolting?


When the Laughter Stops


Imagine staging a version of this myth where there was no blood when the goddess tears her nipples out. Imagine instead that she peels her nipples off like so much dead skin and then looks at the audience as if to say, ‘Look, they came off in my hands!’ It’s certainly bizarre, and it might even be funny, but it would bowdlerise



the story completely. As soon as we see that the nipples are false, the action would lose all its resonance. This once disturbing event would be reduced to a tawdry bit of smut. All those difficult questions like, ‘Why did she go that far?’ ‘Why did she do it?’ ‘Why ruin something so beautiful?’ and ‘Why make us all feel so bad about it?’ would go unanswered. Art’s job is to ask the questions, it isn’t required to answer them. That’s for us to do, and in this case it’s the final image that poses all the questions. This image isn’t remotely comic: it’s bizarre and it’s grotesque. At this point in the story, the gods didn’t laugh, they roared. By now their ‘OK signals’ had turned nasty. Having assured each other that everything that had happened so far was only play, by now their games had become carnal. The audience had become a crowd and the crowd had become a mob and they were baying for blood. It was more like a boxing match than a stage show.


Something significant happens on stage with the letting of blood. But we’ve got to believe it. If we don’t believe that actual physical harm has been done then it’s little better than the false nipple joke. The letting of blood is only funny if you have no respect for human life. To see someone seriously hurt and bleeding is the ultimate act of recognition and it is irrevocable. It implies that something has been done that can’t be undone and that things will never be the same again.


In the film A Fish Called Wanda (1988), Michael Palin played a gentle animal lover with a heavy stutter. He was given the task of murdering an eccentric old lady. The method he chose to kill her consisted of dropping a large concrete block on her from a great height as she came out of her house. As fate would have it, she came out of her house to walk her two poodles and, instead of flattening the old lady, it flattened the dogs instead.


When this incident was filmed, it contained a short sequence where blood was seen to ooze from under the concrete block. This was cut from the final edit because it was felt that it would have compromised the comedy. They wanted to keep us laughing so they didn’t show us any blood. The sequence finished with our hapless



dog murderer inconsolable in his remorse, hiding up a tree, weeping copiously as he watched two tiny coffins lowered into the ground. Another bizarre image.


Laughter and violence go well together, laughter and blood don’t, and that’s why they make such wonderfully resonant clashes. This is prime territory for the bizarre. Of course you can bleed and laugh at the same time. You could be at death’s door and we’ll laugh with even more enthusiasm provided we believe that you’re really going to die in the first place. Some time ago Channel 4 broadcast The Boy Whose Skin Fell Off, a documentary about the last few weeks in the life of Jonny Kennedy, who was born with the genetic skin condition, dystrophic epidermolysis bullosa. This causes his skin to fall off under the slightest pressure, leading to scars and sores and, ultimately, skin cancer. We watched agonising scenes as his mother peeled bloodstained dressings off his back, and we joined him on a trip to the undertakers to be fitted for his coffin. The only thing that made the film remotely watchable was Jonny’s inimitable sense of humour. He was warm, engaging, ironic and self-deprecating – if that was possible in his condition. We laughed, not because he was witty, but because he was brave, unsentimental and realistic. He met his end with grace and empathy, and the effect was life-enhancing.


In the late sixties, Peter Brook devised a play called US. It was about the Vietnam War. At a crucial dramatic moment, one of his actors burnt a live butterfly on stage. It provoked a national outcry. The press attacked him. Even butterflies have rights – never mind the people dying in Vietnam. They wanted to know if it was an actual butterfly that was killed or if it was a trick. Brook promised to tell them, but if they printed it, he would certainly burn a live butterfly on every subsequent occasion. He had to make the moment credible and this was his attempt at making the act irrevocable and making us respect the letting of blood. He was prepared to go to any length to avoid that fake nipple moment.


If you never pause to respect the blood, if we don’t buy that you are dying in agony, then the laughter will lose its edge. Had Jonny



Kennedy been played by an actor, we’d have felt cheated and the comedy would have been grotesque. There would have been no recognition. The stakes wouldn’t have been high enough to engage our humanity. But the moment we believe that death is imminent then you can play the comedy and the drama head to head with equal commitment. Then our laughter will take on all the varying tones of the drama. Sometimes that laughter will be raucous and sometimes it will be more muted, as in the crucifixion scene at the end of The Life of Brian (1979). Sometimes the action will be ridiculous and sometimes it will be almost too painful to watch, but our capacity to laugh is just as strong as our capacity to empathise. The knowledge that the tension could be broken at any moment keeps us watching at times when many of us would rather look away. We’re perfectly capable of laughing and crying at the same time. Once we believe that blood has been spilt, we bring the appropriate gravitas to the scene. We know what to do.


The Surprise Laugh


This is the most basic of all the laughs to be looked at, and it’s the one to be the most forgotten. This laugh goes back to that infant game of ‘peek-a-boo’; to the infant delight of the jack-in-the-box. It’s the little surprise, the little trick that catches us unaware. The table that’s up-ended to make a door that somebody opens and walks through, the quick-change artist who walks behind a flat in one costume, and appears almost instantly in something entirely different. Good theatre thrives on moments like these. They’re evidence of our invention and our imaginative interpretation. Some of the most effective surprise laughs work on a scenic level. I remember watching a presentation when, at a crucial moment, we heard a violent noise at the back of the auditorium and everybody turned round to see what was going on. When we turned back again, the scene had been changed. We laughed because we’d been caught out by a simple and effective little trick. Scenic surprises are a reminder that you’re one step ahead of us and that theatre is a live event happening in the ‘here and now’.


The Japanese myth was a fictitious account of an incident of theatre. There is nothing illusory about what happened on that upturned bathtub. The gods were never invited to suspend their disbelief. For them, everything was actually happening in front of them. Everything that the young goddess did was a surprise. No one had ever seen anything like it before. She probably surprised herself, which is why she felt free to share her laughter with her audience all the way through. That little refrain, ‘she laughs, and they laugh, and they all want more’ kept everybody firmly in the ‘here and now’. Laughter always does that. Even the most bizarre image has the effect of emphasising the ‘here and now’. Laughter is always real. Pretend laughter is excruciating because laughter and credibility are one and the same thing.


Surprises come in many forms. Memme running up the stairs to the bathroom only to find her mother sitting on the pot is the little dramatic surprise that turned the story. Our empathy for the predicament of both the goddess and Memme sucks us in, and our laughter at their predicaments knocks us back again. Every stage in our journey towards believing in them and their predicament is marked by laughter. We laugh when we recognise what they’re doing, when we see them getting out of control, when events are pushed beyond reason and when they take us by surprise. Sometimes we laugh at all four elements at the same time, sometimes individually and sometimes in sequence. In each case, our laughter is shared with each other, and we all want to see how far we can go.


When the Sun Goddess came charging out of her cave on hearing that final roar from the crowd, this was a huge surprise. We had completely forgotten about her. Her entrance wiped out that final horrific image and shocked us into catharsis. In other words, everything that we’d experienced whilst she was sulking in the cave had all been worthwhile because it brought her out again and restored light to the world. It is the element of surprise that brings the story to a satisfying conclusion.









Part One


The Gentle Art of Playfulness







Humanity has advanced, when it has advanced, not because it has been sober, responsible and cautious, but because it has been playful, rebellious and immature.


Tom Robbins









Play


If you look up the word ‘play’ in the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary you’ll find that the various definitions take up some seven inches of column space. It’s a complex little word. When I use the word ‘play’ in the context of acting, I use it in the sense you might say, ‘Moonlight plays on a pool of water.’ It implies something absorbing, beautiful and pleasurable to watch. But at the same time, it’s something frivolous, pointless and meaningless. It’s these last three adjectives that give us all the trouble. We live in a rational and a literary culture that doesn’t value the frivolous, the pointless and the meaningless. These things go against everything we’ve ever been taught. After all, how can frivolity and meaninglessness ever be a responsible way to proceed? But if the work is playful it becomes pleasurable, and when you’re enjoying yourself you get bolder and take more risks. Choices proliferate. Problems become more manageable because our perspectives change once the work becomes a pleasure.


So far I’ve used the word ‘pleasure’ when talking about play, but that isn’t the most appropriate word in this context. In English we have a better word and one unique to English: ‘fun.’ This isn’t the namby-pamby, nursery word that it first appears to be. If you thought that ‘play’ was a complex word, then ‘fun’ is a semantic hornet’s nest. On one level, it means a naive physical exuberance that you might experience having a snowball fight or riding the dodgems, but to do something ‘for the fun of it’ also implies a joke. To ‘poke fun’ or to ‘make fun’ is to ridicule, cajole or to mock. To say that someone is ‘a very funny man’ is generally taken as a great accolade, but to say that someone’s ‘a bit funny’ implies a social



deviance that’s more ‘funny peculiar’, than ‘funny ha-ha’. If we say a line like ‘something funny happened on the way to the forum’ we mean that something remarkable happened. To do something ‘for the fun of it’ is a robust choice, and less earnest than ‘to have pleasure’ in doing something. To do something ‘in fun’ implies a distancing. We’re admitting that what we’re doing isn’t real. We’re declaring the game but we’re also enjoying the activity. To ‘have fun’ with something invites invention and gives us even more licence to do what we will. Fun gives us our objectivity and our engagement at the same time. The sensation of playing is empowering and it’s liberating. You’ll find innumerable techniques and devices for making physical comedy in this book, but they’ll all be dead in the water if you don’t have fun with them.


Several years ago I was rehearsing a group of students for a lecture demonstration at the National Student Drama Festival, hosted by one of our most respected universities. A lecturer approached me: ‘Could I sit in for a bit? – I’ve heard so much about you, and I’d love to see what you get up to at first hand.’ He arrived late and still opening his mail. I indicated where he should sit and carried on. ‘Games,’ he said after about half an hour or so. ‘Excellent icebreakers. I’d no idea that your warm-up would last so long. Tell you what. Why don’t I do a bit of work in the office and you send down for me when the work really starts?’


In Dickens’ Great Expectations, Pip was commanded to play by mad Miss Havisham, and he found that he couldn’t. The circumstances just weren’t right: he was helplessly self-conscious and didn’t know where to start. Play is unconscious in our own childhood, but in adulthood, Miss Havisham is always in the room somewhere, so we have to conscientiously establish the appropriate circumstances that enable us to feel free to do what we like, or we’ll end up feeling awkward and self-conscious like Pip. Play is a discipline for me, with its own ground rules and its own procedures. Let’s not kid ourselves; theatre-making can be tough and making comedy even harder. The spectre of Miss Havisham will rise up in the form of lack of time, lack of money, intractable material or interpersonal



conflicts. You might be tearing your hair out in the office with interminable discussions but in the rehearsal room, play always generates more material than discussion.


Back at my rehearsal, we were convulsed with laughter over a horse-racing scene we’d just made. It turned out that the piano stool had made an astonishing racehorse and had just won by four lengths against the office chair and the top of an old sewing machine that had been forced to retire from the race after refusing the first jump. It was the antics of this delinquent little pony that were causing all the hilarity.


‘Now – why is that so funny?’ came a voice from the back of the room as our laughter died down. Our visitor had returned. ‘I haven’t a clue,’ said one of my students. ‘Whatever it was, it just flew out the window.’ More laughter. ‘No – it’s back. It’s sitting over there.’ Our Miss Havisham was resolute and unperturbed. ‘To what extent can illustration ever be profound?’ Illustration is the bane of psychological realists everywhere. Some students gathered round our visitor while I started to clear up. Words like ‘mimicry’ and ‘mimesis’ were banded about. ‘We were only playing, Sir,’ I heard somebody say with heavy sarcasm.


Psychologists have long maintained that there is a vital link between children’s play and their emotional and social development. They cite the case of Jeanie, a child who was strapped in a cot for thirteen years by her tyrannical father. She emerged from her ordeal terrified of the world around her with no social skills and with severely impaired movement. Hardly surprising, you might think, because today the significance of children’s play is undisputed, but there are still strong misconceptions about the role of play in conventional approaches to acting.


‘You weren’t being a racehorse: you were illustrating the movement of a racehorse,’ our Miss Havisham remarked. The discussion was becoming intense.


About forty years ago, the great movement teacher Jacques Lecoq developed the idea of mime de fond by which he meant



fundamental, basic or essential mime. Lecoq maintained that children instinctively indulge in mimetic play in order to experience the world around them. He observed how children mime cars, planes, the movement of animals and concepts like size and distance in order to experience these things so that they understand them. He concluded that mimetic play is at the core of our understanding of the world. To theatre practitioners, the word ‘mime’ is about as acceptable as paedophilia, but mimetic play is as close to the heart of theatrical invention as it ever was.


The game of using a piano stool as a horse was funny because we knew that on the one hand it was only a piano stool but on the other it was an Arab thoroughbred. This wasn’t achieved by illustrating the movement of the horse but by recreating that movement. We weren’t laughing at the illusion of a horse so much as at the ridiculous and imaginative journey that took us there. That horse was credible because we all knew it was only a piano stool. It was an audacious game. To a child, play like this is exploratory. To an actor, it’s metaphorical. The piano stool becomes a metaphorical horse, and the game of turning a piano stool into a horse is eminently theatrical.


Play occupies a liminal world between the actual and the imaginary where anything can become something else and metaphors breed like rabbits. Comedy thrives in this atmosphere, and if you’re riding a piano stool as if it were a racehorse, laughter is a reassurance because it tells you that we’re seeing what you’re seeing so it must be OK. This same laughter gives us permission to carry on doing silly things with a piano stool when our more rational selves are inhibited and alarmed by our persistent stupidity. Our visitor was more interested in big ideas than silly games. He wanted things to be like life because then he knew where he was. He wanted substance, insight and meaning. He wanted a beautifully conceived and expertly written play rather than the sight of us playing. He wanted to see us up and running, when we were still working out how to stand up. We laughed at the piano stool becoming a racehorse because the idea was as recognisable as it was bizarre and as



shocking as it was credible. In favouring the game of the piano stool becoming a horse over other options like creating a mimetic illusion of a horse or devising some other more realistic representation of a horse, we were capitalising on our natural capacity for making associations. Theatrical play is associative action.


Neuroscientists tell us that the brain is like a computer with a multitude of programmes all open at the same time, allowing us to flip from sense memory to observation to ridiculous fantasy or to rational conclusions at great speed, and in a highly personal and totally subjective manner. We leap from one association to another like a series of random stepping-stones that are just as likely to take us down the stream as across it.


Whilst working on a children’s play at the Polka Theatre in Wimbledon, I was wrestling with the idea of how to stage the psychotic dream of a young child who was having a nightmare about collecting the first breath of a baby. I was thinking about how to stage this as I passed the supermarket Tesco, and I suddenly asked myself: ‘Do they have Tesco in Ireland?’ I was remembering my production of Hamlet that had toured to Ireland years ago. At one performance to an audience of a thousand schoolchildren in Cork, a child had shone a laser torch in the eyes of one of the actors and stopped the show. Two burly ushers lifted him bodily from his seat and I noticed he was holding a Tesco bag, so . . . ‘We could use a laser torch for the baby’s first breath,’ I thought to myself. Associations. We have the facility to associate anything with anything: words, actions, images, movements, memories, tastes, sounds, smells or textures.


In Virginia Woolf’s famous essay ‘Modern Fiction’, published in 1919, she writes:


“The mind receives a myriad of impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms . . . life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end.”





This rather florid pronouncement became the manifesto of the style of writing that became know as ‘the stream of consciousness’, a sort of literary free-association game in which we’re invited to follow the eccentric path of those random stepping stones along the stream and up the side of the mountain on a complex and subjective journey. The problem is, of course, that our multi-tasking computer with all its programmes open all the time bombards us with apparently random associations, but language is linear and causal. We string words together in an attempt to make sense of things, and we have a natural propensity for finding meaning in narrative.


It’s quite satisfying to play a simple word-association game where I might say the word ‘ball’, and you say ‘dog’ and I say ‘tree’, and you say ‘piss’, and I say ‘grass’, you say ‘cricket’, I say ‘bowl’ and you say ‘out’. These are apparently random associations made more entertaining by being put into a chain of logic. It’s easier to produce a vestigial narrative like that one than it is to play a word game where all associations are forbidden. This is much more difficult to do. Something like: ‘bed’, ‘corrugated iron’, ‘dunce’s cap’, ‘potato’ and ‘motorcar’ is an unrelated list of words. There’s no causality here and no logic. The incongruity of these words is baffling but the more we think about them, the more we can’t help but try to put them into some sort of story. Our rational mind is confounded but the clashes between the words are intriguing. Take any two words at random like ‘dunce’s cap’ and ‘potato’, for example. I have a picture of a potato wearing a dunce’s cap. There’s a game I once played with Roddy Maude-Roxby, a former member of Keith Johnstone’s theatre company in the sixties and seventies. He would say ‘lobster’, for example, and I had to complete the image by saying something to make the initial proposal more incongruous. So I might say ‘a lobster on crutches’, or he might say ‘brick’, and I’d say something like ‘a brick singing an aria’. These bizarre clashes are comic purely because they’re juxtapositions, and juxtapositions make strong theatrical imagery. We might be amused by their audacity, but they’ll only acquire any lasting interest for us if we put them into a context where we can find meaning.


I’ll warn you now – the vast majority of the games I use are banal. We’re dealing with physical interaction here, not lofty concepts. Put any of these games in a dramatic context and they’ll generate meaning, but when we look at the games in isolation then they’re just silly games. They have to be simple so that we can apply them instinctively to a dramatic situation without thinking about it. We’re playing with the substance of acting here rather than the drama itself, and it’s a substance that’s more about reaction than thought.




Developing the Movement


A group of people stand in a circle. One person makes a simple movement like clenching and releasing their fist, for example. Everybody else copies that movement and the next person develops it. For example, if I’m clenching my fist I might bend my elbow, then everybody else copies that. Then the next person clenches the fist, bends the elbow and then finds the development of extending the arm out. Then the next person round clenches the fist, bends the elbow, extends the arm out and finds the development of lifting the arm straight up above their head. That’s the game. You can start with any part of the body.


This is a game of action association: you’re required to watch, copy and find the development. That’s all. When the game is played well it flows smoothly around the circle, but the slightest hesitation indicates thought. Don’t think about what you’re going to do; find the action in the doing. This is the skill. You’ll probably find that people will want to make movements that are too complicated at first. You can’t play the game with complex movement so start small and keep it simple. Have nothing in your head and be content just to copy the others. When it’s your turn to find the development, do the easiest, the most comfortable and the most obvious thing that occurs to you.





The Thinking Behind Playful Acting


The conventional approach when rehearsing a scene is to ask: ‘What’s your objective?’ In other words, what do you want at this moment in the action? For example, you might want to throw yourself into an armchair in sheer exasperation over what somebody has just done. We’ll read that choice as ‘your character’ doing it but, to you, it’s just a choice that you’ve made in pursuit of your objective. Alternately, you might want to show your exasperation with somebody by walking slowly out of the room; again, it’s a choice in pursuit of your objective. Playing your objective is a valuable device to enable you to interpret the text, and open up the various interactions in a scene. But, if I ask you to find the game of throwing yourself into that armchair, or to find the game of showing your contempt for somebody by the way you leave the room, then I’m inviting you to be much more daring with the action. Now you’ll be playing the action just for the fun of it. Suddenly you’ll give yourself more options, and you’ll be able to make wilder choices. By asking you to find the game rather than to play your motivation for doing something, I’m inviting you to take the action beyond the psychological nexus of the scene, and I’m encouraging you to play the action for its own sake. Of course, if you do this all the time you’ll wreck the scene and obscure the drama, but if you rely exclusively on playing your objectives you’ll be in danger of becoming too small, and too literal in your playing of the text. If you haven’t got a text in the first place, and you’re devising the scene from scratch, then relying exclusively on playing your objectives will obstruct the development of the scene. The interaction will become too fixed. Playing an objective is more a device for enabling you to accurately repeat the choices made in rehearsal rather than a method of finding new choices and fresh ideas. If I ask you to find the game of doing something, I’m inviting you to play, and to do something for the fun of it. I’m encouraging you to be mischievous and provocative and to stir things up a bit.


Devising a play is a bit like building your own house: in my experience, people who’ve built their own homes have a different



attitude to making alterations and changing things round a bit than those of us who’ve never touched a trowel, let alone built a wall, or put a roof on. Habits picked up over years of making plays from nothing encourage me to see a text as a blueprint rather than a facsimile of the final thing. I’m not happy just to view the accommodation and imagine its potential, I want to knock it about a bit, look at the foundations and worry about the wiring. Of course you can’t do this unless you have ownership, but theatre-making is the most collaborative of all the arts. In a really good production, the entire creative team has ownership. If you want to play anything credibly, you must own it in its entirety. If you don’t feel that it’s yours, you’ll soon start to feel phoney and lose confidence or just get bored with it. You can’t fake play. You’re either really enjoying yourself in a game that’s delicate, unpredictable, and compelling to play, or you’re not. Whether you’re in a high drama or the wildest physical comedy imaginable, if it doesn’t feel alive and absorbing to you while you’re playing it – how do you think its going to look to us?


Finding the Game


I remember working with a group of acting students on Two by Jim Cartwright. The play, set in a pub, is made up of a series of interactions pushed to a level of social realism that becomes so bleak that it’s poetic. I was working on a conversation between a man and his wife. She had just been to the loo, and consequently had been out of his control for a few brief minutes. If this was a picture of them on a happy night out, God knows what it must be like at home, when he’s had a bad day at the office. The actors had been working on the scene for some time with their acting teacher, so they’d carefully broken the text down into units of thought, they’d constructed a background for their characters, and they’d planned their objectives perfectly. ‘The wife’ approached ‘the husband’ with the care of a bomb-disposal expert. He barely looked at her. He was still, and spoke very quietly, and stared into his pint. He wanted to know what she’d been doing in there. Was it ‘a number one’ or ‘a number two’? He actually wanted to know!



‘You play a good atmosphere,’ I said when they’d finished. They were diffident and unimpressed by my praise. ‘We’re bored with it,’ they said. ‘We’ve been working on it for a week and it’s got too technical, and everybody says it’s too small.’
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